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      Last night I dreamed again of drowning. I floated in dark waters, the only light a shimmering reflection far above my head. I sank slowly, almost languorously, wisps of hair drifting past my face, veiling my vision and then wafting away again. Though I knew myself to be sinking into the depths, the folds of my favorite lawn nightdress continued to discreetly cover my nakedness. The gown billowed softly, silently, but the hem remained chastely around my ankles.

      For some reason I cannot fathom, I felt no fear, only a relaxed peace.

      Perhaps that unexpected peace came from the knowledge that I was already dead. My heart no longer beat within my chest, disquieting vapors no longer flooded my system. My earthly cares had been washed away by the deep water surrounding and suspending me.

      When I became aware that I did not float alone, I turned, and seeing his face, awoke.
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      At breakfast that morning, I accepted a cup of tea from the serving maid. The delicate, rose patterned cup warmed my fingers, cold as the dark waters of a distant sea. I shivered, remembering my dream. Taking a careful sip of the hot liquid, I chastised myself. I was in no danger of drowning. The comfortable town house Father and I inhabited stood squarely in the middle of the most fashionable district of St. Louis. Hundreds of miles from even the Gulf of Mexico. Nowhere near the open ocean.

      Certainly, the mighty Mississippi rolled past my city, but my daily tasks never took me near its muddy waters. Besides, I knew with a clarity beyond my understanding that my dream had nothing to do with rivers or lakes. Fresh water would not be my doom. No, the dark water in which my dream corpse floated tasted of salt.

      Father hurried into the breakfast room, booted heels clicking on the polished oak floor. He was dressed for a warm summer day in a tan linen suit and burgundy cravat. His mustache was freshly waxed and his muttonchops neatly combed. His silvery gray hair glistened damply in the sunlight streaming through scrupulously clean window panes.

      “Good morning, Meredith,” he said, rounding the table and kissing me gently on the cheek. “How is my lovely daughter this morning?”

      “I am well, Father,” I replied before taking another sip of the hot, fragrant tea. “And you? Was your sleep undisturbed?”

      He beamed at me as the serving maid offered him a platter of fried eggs, sausages, bacon, and crisp brown fried potatoes. “I slept splendidly well,” he said, piling his plate with savory selections from the platter. The maid returned a moment later with a steaming cup of coffee.

      Father took a large bite of egg, washed it down with coffee and fixed me with a twinkling gaze. “I’ve had the best news, Meredith.”

      “Oh?” I said, lifting my eyebrows and cocking my head, inviting him to tell me more.

      “The message came late last night,” he continued, “after you had retired for the night. I was so excited I nearly called your maid to wake you, but I contained myself.”

      “Well, I’m quite awake now. What is this exciting news?”

      “My research proposal has been accepted. We take ship from New Orleans at the end of the month. By this time next month we’ll be in residence at Fort St. Catherine, Bermuda!”

      My breath caught and my hand trembled so violently I nearly dropped my teacup. I placed the cup in its saucer, pulled my hands into my lap, out of Father’s sight lest he notice their trembling, and forced myself to calm. I managed a wan smile and murmured, “How nice.”

      Bile rose in my throat. My dream had suddenly become plausible.
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      Bermuda was beautiful. Pink sand beaches, clear turquoise water, lush vegetation, a veritable paradise on earth. Father set up his research station in sturdy quarters in the rock fort that fronted the Atlantic Ocean on the northernmost point of Bermuda’s St. George Island. I set up housekeeping in a quaint little cottage within sight of an idyllic beach.

      Despite my proximity to the sea, I began to relax. The journey from New Orleans on the tall ship Siren had been hellish. While not given to seasickness, I was prone to the vapors, expecting nightly to be plucked from my bed and plunged into the dark water surrounding the vessel. My dream haunted me, and since my dream corpse was always clad in a nightdress, nights became times of ultimate terror.

      By the time we made landfall in Bermuda, I was scarcely in better condition than my shipmates who had suffered from extreme seasickness. Safely on land again, I vowed never to venture into the water, no matter how delightful the natives assured me the experience might be.

      We’d been in residence barely a month when Father invited a strange man to join us for dinner. I’d become accustomed to the relaxed life of the islands, dressing in loose fitting, light weight garments without benefit of corsets and hose, but when Father announced his intention of bringing a guest home for the evening, I bestirred myself to dress as a lady should.

      Even with a ceiling fan stirring the air and the windows and door to the patio flung open to the night air, I felt stifled in the heavy green satin of my dinner gown. Perhaps my general discomfort could explain the odd feelings I experienced when Father introduced me to his guest.

      I studied the man discreetly as Father ushered him into our small drawing room. A man in his prime, no longer youthful, but not yet subject to the deficiencies of middle age. Tall, well-made, with the breadth of chest that spoke of a certain athleticism. Certainly not one of Father’s sallow-faced, near-sighted bookish friends. His wavy hair was carefully cut, black and full-bodied. His face was pleasant, but with a ruggedness of feature that would not allow the use of such a civilized term as handsome. No, this was not a pretty specimen, but I knew at once he had character.

      “Meredith, my dear,” Father exclaimed, “allow me to present my friend and colleague, Mr. Morgan Halloran. Morgan, my daughter, Meredith.”

      “Welcome to our home, Mr. Halloran,” I said, lowering my eyes and giving him a small curtsy. “I’m so pleased to make your acquaintance.”

      “The pleasure is all mine, Miss Watkins,” he said, bowing over my hand. “Your father has told me much of you. I’ve been anticipating our first meeting.”

      The moment his fingers touched mine, a shiver raced up my spine. The tiny hairs at the back of my neck rose, and my breath caught.

      I raised my eyes and met his gaze. His eyes, grey as a storm-tossed sea, searched my own as though expecting to see … I knew not what … and then ….

      I recognized him. The man from my dream. The unknown person who floated beside me in the depths of the sea. My partner in death!

      I yanked my trembling hand from his grasp and turned away from him, but not before I saw his eyes light with satisfaction. He knew I recognized him. But how could he? How could he possibly know of my dream? I’d discussed it with no one, not even Father.

      Dinner was a tedious affair. We spoke of trivialities, with me answering by rote. I longed to escape from Mr. Halloran’s too knowing gaze, longed to strip off the constraints of heavy gown and corset, longed to bathe myself in the sea.

      But, no, I could not bear the sea. Wanted nothing to do with that graveyard of all my hopes and dreams. I was confused. Morgan Halloran’s presence addled my senses and brought dangerous thoughts to the fore.

      “And you, Miss Watkins,” the odious man was saying, “do you enjoy sailing?”

      “I do not,” I answered shortly. “I abhor everything to do with the sea.”

      “Surely not,” he said. “The ocean is the womb of life, as your Father and I have been studying. You must allow me to take you out in my skiff, introduce you to some of the water’s wonders.”

      “What a
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